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Silence makes children brainier, happier and better behaved

Four eminent speakers at an international celebration of silence and stillness will reveal how positive silence in the classroom, as meditation or quiet reflection, can improve children’s behaviour and wellbeing, and even boost their exam results.

 

The discussion will take place as part of Just This Day, an annual event now in its 5th year, on 23 November at London’s St Martin-in-the-Fields.

 

Research Fellow Dr Helen Lees of the University of Stirling will describe recent research on positive use of silence in schools, as well as current classroom practice. Joining her will be Laura Hyde, Headteacher of St James Senior Girls’ School, Olympia, which builds periods of reflective silence into each school day; Kim Nataraja, who teaches Christian meditation worldwide; and Dr Shanida Nataraja, neuroscientist and author of The Blissful Brain.

 

Dr Nataraja will describe the effects of silence and meditation on the brain. She says: “Studies have shown that children who are taught to meditate express less anger and hostility, interact with each other better, and are more attentive during classes.”

 

Dr Lees, whose new book Silence in Schools will be published by Trentham Books in April 2012, adds: “Silence is free. It is something we all have recourse to, and every human being, given the right encouragement, can make silence a useful and valuable part of their education.”

 

More than a dozen schools in the UK have already introduced periods of reflective silence into their curriculum, including:

 

· Sheringdale Primary School, Wandsworth. Headteacher Kevin Hogston says: “The children love it. It develops imagination, creativity and thinking skills. It also helps them reflect and know themselves – and it’s a great way to start the day.”

 

· St James Senior Girls’ School, Olympia. Shreya Lakhani, aged 13, says: “The pauses [we have] between each lesson really give you a positive approach to the lesson and help your focus and your understanding. And the meditation before and after school – it’s just lovely to have that still moment, and focus on the present, just be.”

 

· Quaker Schools, of which there are eight across the UK, say in a joint statement: “The silence contributes to the pupils’ ability to engage in higher level thinking and adopt a state of mindfulness as they navigate their way through their time at school. 
Dr Jonathan Foyle, architectural historian and presenter of BBC 2’s Climbing Great Buildings, will walk a labyrinth, based on the design of the famous labyrinth in 13th century Chartres Cathedral, which will be marked out in St Martin’s courtyard from 21-25 November. Anyone will be able to walk it in silence, free of charge, and schools are especially invited to bring groups of children.

The programme for Just This Day also includes prayer, music and meditation and will culminate in an evening concert “Music for Stillness” featuring Dame Emma Kirkby, the Cerutti String Quartet and St Martin-in-the-Fields Choral Scholars.

 

Rev Katherine Hedderley of St Martin-in-the-Fields, who is hosting the day, says: “St Martins has been a refuge in the middle of a busy city to anyone in need for many years. Hosting a period of stillness in this place celebrates the idea of refuge in both the physical and spiritual sense. In all our differences, it allows us to be at one.”

  

Just This Day has been endorsed by more than 40 prominent individuals and organisations, from the Bishop of Chelmsford and the London Central Mosque to the David Lynch Foundation and The Kids Company.

 

It will be celebrated across the world with events being held as far afield as Australia and Argentina. Schools, sacred spaces and workplaces are being encouraged to sign up to take part and to spend part of that day finding their own way to become still.

 
“Just This Day is an inspiring vision, everybody who cares for the upliftment of soul and renewal of society should observe the day.” Satish Kumar, editor of Resurgence
 

More information about how to take part in Just This Day can be found at: www.justthisday.org.
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JUST THIS DAY

Programme at St Martin-in-the-Fields

All daytime events are free

7.45 am Doors open

8.00 am Morning Prayer

9.30 am Singing from Discantvs Choir

10.00 am Rev Katherine Hedderley introduces a half hour period of silence

10.30 am Coffee

11.00 am Debate: Can Silence and Stillness be a Positive Help to Children and Schools?

6.00 pm Evening Prayer

6.30 pm Doors open for evening concert performance

7.00 pm Concert “Music for Stillness”

Concert programme – Music for Stillness

Dame Emma Kirkby sings Renaissance music accompanied by Jakob Lindberg on lute

Cerutti String Quartet, with music by David Stoll

St Martin-in-the-Fields Choral Scholars with Discantvs Choir, singing music by Arvo Pärt

7 pm, St Martin-in-the-Fields.

Tickets £20, £15, £10 from St Martin-in-the-Fields Box Office 020 7766 1100, BoxOffice@smitf.org
